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PERHAPS the most serious ground for misgiving in the psy-
chology of Freud is what seems the entirely anthropomorph-
ical nature of the wish. The wishes appear out of the blue
sky of the unconscious, they fight, they compromise, they sub-

ject each other to the indignity of suppression, they join hands, they
agree to differ. They seem to behave not as the parts of one man
but as an army of men, or rather not as an army but as many armies.
The picture has of course the merit that it is graphic, and by contrast
with the psychology of a generation back that is a welcome quality.
But such anthropomorphic entities, however lucid the metaphor they
present, are scientifically dangerous, and are usually found to be the
product of incomplete thinking, and it is the purpose of this paper
to show by means of the conception of the conditioned reflex that
what are apparently entities may be reduced to a much simpler form.

Consider the genesis of the desire I feel for food every day at
certain times. Once all that was necessary to satisfy this desire was
food alone. It makes little difference to the hungry boy of six
whether he eats his pudding on the floor or at the table, out of his
nor over clean pocket or from a silver dish. But when he is forty
years older he may have become an epicure. His dinner must now
be punctual or his appetite is spoiled. The cloth must be clean, the
lighting subdued, the service expertly deft, the table properly set with
all the accessories of food well cooked and eaten in a seemly man-
ner. There is a great difference between the eating of the little boy
sitting on the kitchen floor and that of the epicure whose appetite is
spoiled if he happens to have been given someone's else napkin. And
yet a clean napkin is not part of the food. Why then must there be
all these frillings to a meal in addition to a sufficient quantity of well
cooked food ? Because, to use a hard worked term in psychology,
they have become associated with food. They have been present for
years on previous occasions when the food and the cooking were good,
simultaneity being, as Aristotle observed, the essential factor for
association. Moreover they now serve as a stimulus for food and
in place of it. When the bell has rung for dinner and the process is
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gone through of sitting at the table with the lights duly shaded, the
knives and forks and other accompaniments of food properly ar-
ranged and the napkin smoothed down in its right place, the mouth
waters. The reaction to food has begun without the sight of food,
by means of these other things that serve as conditioned stimuli for
the food reaction. In other words, the wish for a meal consists of
the hunger motive put into operation by the mechanism of the condi-
tioned reflex, or rather of a number of conditioned reflexes.

Pavlov has shown that almost any stimulus occurring at the same
time as the primary stimulus will thus condition the reaction of that
stimulus, and in another connection that not only are the salivary
glands excited but that in addition the gastric juices begin to flow.
Thus the whole complex process of digestion is actually initiated by
these stimuli which originally were incidental, and without meaning,
and although in actual life instead of fairly simple secondary stimuli
such as colored lights and musical notes we have a highly compli-
cated system of extra stimuli, yet the principle is the same. The
whole process which we call digestion is set on foot by the action of a
number of stimuli originally extraneous, the wish to eat now becoming
the wish to eat "like a Christian," that is, to eat with all the secondary
stimuli. In the same way other wishes can be analysed into reflexes,
and in general it may be stated that the wish, as Freud uses the term,
is a course of action for which the organism is set (Holt) by means
of a system of conditioned reflexes.

A system such as we have described requires, as we have seen, a
very complex system of stimuli to set it off. Sometimes it happens
that while some of the necessary stimuli are present others are miss-
ing. In this case some of the reflexes will remain unstimulated, and
the system will be in part excited and will remain in part unexcited.
The dinner gong may ring, the guests come in and take their places
but the soup may not appear. Worse, the soup may appear but the
dinner may not be able to start because someone is called away. It
is then that the diners would say that they began to wish for their
dinners. When a system is partially excited we have a wish in the
non Freudian sense of the term. A strain is set up, and' the whole
system is thrown out of equilibrium. Nothing can now put things
right but the proper stimuli, and after the delay even these may not be
sufficient. The dinner may be entirely spoiled by a late arrival.
The purest example seems to be the process to which Krasnogorski
has given the name "loading and discharge." Here we have a stim-
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ulus A and a stimulus B both of which are necessary to set off the
reaction. The two stimuli are separated by a three minute interval.
If now the stimulus A is given and is not followed by B, there is no
apparent response. Yet something must have happened within the
organism, for this apparently responseless stimulation is a necessary
condition for stimulus B to be followed by the adequate reaction.
There has been partial or inadequate stimulation. It is to be empha-
sized that in adopting the term "loading and discharge" nothing is
implied as to the nature of the process; the physiological controversy
hardly concerns us here.

Such partial excitation occurs in many of the pathological cases
and is a fruitful cause of pathological conditions. For example, in
the case cited by Doctor Kempf, where the daughter-in-law vomited
at the sight of red fruit, the vomiting occurred not from the pure stim-
ulus of the sight of red cherries but because the stimulus was part of
a nexus of stimuli. The sight of red cherries brought partial excita-
tion. Similarly in a case described by Healy where a boy was shown
indecent pictures by a friend and began to imitate the bad habits of
the latter, the potency of the photographs and the influence of the
friend depend on the fact that a whole system of reflexes has been
thrown out of equilibrium. The same thing happens in many adver-
tisements and in all suggetive pictures, the art of wheih is to present
such a stimulus as will set in a state of unrest a powerful system, thus
exciting a wish in the non-technical sense. But not all cases of path-
ological seriousness are to be set down to this cause. For instance,
Burnham gives an example of a girl who developed hysterical fright
from a dog that jumped at her, first the place serving as a stimulus
for the original reaction, then reminder of the place by teasing, then
the presence of the persons who had teased her. Here, for the dog
as stimulus is substituted the kennel, for the kennel the mention of the
kennel, etc. There is complete excitation, one of the stimuli in this
case, as sometimes happens, being sufficient. Indeed it is the com-
pleteness of the excitation that makes the case pathological. For the
normal reaction would have been a partial excitation, bringing a state
of mild tension. In a healthy organism this would have been endured
and gradually eradicated by counter experiences, as the experiments
of Pavlov and others have shown to occur in the unlearning of con-
ditioned reflexes. Partial excitation of this relatively trivial type
occurs every moment of our lives. A stress is always engendered,,
but whether or not the stress will cause a disturbance so important



George Humphrey 391

as to be considered pathological depends on the nature and strength
of the system involved and the robustness of the organism.

There is one type of pathological case, however, that is always
caused by the mechanism we have described, and that is the case
usually described under the name of conflict. Here there are said
to be two opposing wishes which line up one against the other and
fight a bitter battle until one is vanquished. Sometimes one is able to
reduce the other to a state of relative impotence without however

i. being able to destroy it altogether. Then there is victory without
peace, the organism which is unfortunate enough to be the seat of the
warfare being torn in two directions by the victorious trend on the

) one hand and the counter efforts of the defeated wish on the other.
f A doctrine as picturesque as this should immediately be reexamined.
I Suppose I pass a baker's stall when I am hungry and see a well

baked biscuit just to my hand. I am tempted to take it, but do not
do so because of certain social inhibitions concerning other people's

1 goods. Here we have the essentials of a conflict. There is the wish
for food, which says take it. There is the commandment which says
thou shalt not steal. Between the two, if I am hungry enough, re-
sults a struggle, according to the usual account, which tears the organ-
ism in two different directions and subjects it to very serious discom-
fort. But consider what has happened. The system of reflexes
which constitutes the digestive process has been partially excited by
the stimulus of the sight of the food. Full excitation can only be
brought about by a succession of stimuli which would mean taking up
the food, biting it, letting it remain in the stomach, etc. Inhibition
has cut this chain of stimuli short. It has prevented the taking of the
food into the mouth, although the first stimulus, the sight of the food,
has been given. The pain which the man experiences comes from the

I
fact that a system1 of reflexes of enormous strength has been partially
stimulated. That this is so, and that the pain does not come from
the fact that there is an internal struggle, is neatly shown by the fact
that the situation and the pain that go with it may be produced by the
partial excitation alone without the struggle. In the Odyssey, Book

s XI, lines 582 to 592, is told the story of Tantalus "in grievous agony,"
•* who, it will be remembered, was put in a lake over which hung grapes,

J
both the water and the fruit disappearing whenever the old man
tried to get at them. Here is the pain without the conflict, and the

"Or to be more precise, two systems. A "conflict" is generally due to double partial
- ' excitation.
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general situation is so common that there has been invented the
word tantalize to designate such partial excitation which is not caused
by inhibition. If now the grapes had belonged to someone else and
Tantalus had had qualms of conscience about eating them, there would
have been a so called conflict, but the pain would have been caused
not by the struggle but by the partially excited chain, or possibly
chains, of reflexes. Further, the human being is so constituted that
it likes to imagine that all hindrance comes from within in the
form of inhibition. If Tantalus had been a little less hungry he would
have said that the grapes were sour. The pain of what is called a
conflict, then, is internal to one or both of the systems involved, not
external to them both. It is not the fact that there is inhibition that
causes the discomfort, but the fact that a powerful system has been
partly but not adequately excited. There is no evidence that mere
inhibition does psychical harm, any more than, according to Sherring-
ton, it does physical harm.

Summing up: by simultaneous concurrence there are set up sys-
tems of interconnected conditioned reflexes, the reaction to the com-
bined stimuli of which constitutes the Freudian wish. The constituent
reflexes come to condition each other as well as the joint reaction,
and so, when some are excited and others not. the whole mass is
thrown into a condition of stress, the effect of which on the organism
depends upon the nature and driving force of the system disturbed.
Thus is born the wish as the ordinary man understands it, which is a
mild form of conflict, the discomfort of which in the pathological
cases as well as in the milder form is due to the partial excitation of a
system of reflexes.


